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Abstract
Communication Design is still a relatively recent area whose professional recognition has just over 60 to 70 years. Only in recent 
years, designers have been concerned in undertaking a critical and analytical reflection about their work, contributions and 
impacts. With regard to sustainability, the discussion is still scarce, and contributions have come more from peers, such as the
Society of Graphic Design of Canada, or from CUMULUS with the "Kyoto Design Declaration", that from the academia. 
Recently, during my doctoral research, my theoretical contribution was not only to propose the Principles and the Practice of 
Sustainable Design Communication (SCD) but as well to define them as a new discipline. The SCD Principles guide and orient 
practice; and in turn the SCD Practice suggests designers an applied theory through the Process of SCD. Communication Design,
from editorial to brand design is an area of a broad spectrum of practice and several types of impacts that may now contribute to 
a fair, just, resilient and culturally conscious development. For instance, in SCD cultural perspective, we propose users / 
consumers a transition from a personal material and external satisfaction, to another one, that is more internal, meaningful, 
fulfilling, long lasting, and, if possible, less material. To deliver the SCD Principles, Practice and Process, we have used a ground 
content methodology research, using a ground content analysis of 22 documents directly or indirect related with design and more 
specifically, with communication design. This paper’s goal is to present an updated version for the Sustainable Communication 
Design Principles, in what may be considered a 2.0 version.
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1. Conceptual Framework
1.1. Sustainable Development in the Design Perspective
Sustainable development, as originally defined by the World Commission on Environment and Development in 
1987[1], argues that for a development to be sustainable it must allow current generations to meet their needs 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own. A more recent approach to sustainable 
development adds culture[2] as a fourth dimension to the three existing ones: environment, economy and society. 
Furthermore, as Thorpe[3] and Manzini[4] argue, cultural sustainability can be seen in terms of human well-being, 
and how successfully and constructively satisfies people’s needs in their fullest dimensions.
Despite the current trend to include sustainable approaches to all areas of research, sustainability is a motto for 
the design discussion back in the 60s, with an eco-design approach, centered on the impact of products on the 
environments, measured by assessing the full cycle of material products, from production to dismantlement[5]. 
Later, in 1997, Janine Benyus advocated the concept of "Biomimicry"[6], a new area of science that challenges 
designers to see in nature, as a model, a mentor, or even a measure for design. In 2002, McDonough & Braungart 
published the 'Cradle to Cradle' principles[7], leading to a more sustainable and ecological perspective on design 
suggesting designers to learn form nature how to manage and use resources.
Meanwhile, Ursula Tischner and Hanz Brezet[8] challenged designers to think about functions and systems
instead of physical products. Manzini and Vezzoli[4] shared the same perspective advocating a system of 
interconnected services instead of physical products for a sustainable nowadays life. Also Mazini, but with Jégou[9], 
defend another possible approach to sustainability, through the social design concept, based on communities whose 
individuals come together to find and share the needed solutions, to solve their common problems. More recently, 
authors such as Thorpe, Sanders[10], or Manzini suggest a paradigm shift. Instead of setting an ecological /
environmental axis, one have to move forward to a human centered perspective, therefore considering it as a 
breakthrough where individuals are called to participate, directly or indirectly, in the design process [10].
1.2. The Communication Design Field
Communication Design is a relatively recent discipline providing seventy years of recognized contributions. In 
just over a hundred years, communication designers grew from an almost artistic profession into a practice deeply 
interconnected with technology. In one hand, in the Communication Design field, the most relevant contributions 
from designers such as Kan Garland / Max Bruinsma[11], Eric Benson[12], or Brian Dougherty[13] emerged, 
providing manifestos, concepts and tools capable of inspiring other designers. On the other hand, the communities 
of peers, such as AIGA[14], the Sustainable Packaging Coalition[15], Designers Accord[16], and Icograda[17], have 
written sets of principles & guidelines for communication designers. In 2009, in particular, the Society of Graphic 
Designers of Canada[18] carved what would become the first definition of Sustainable Communication Design: 
“Sustainable communication design is the application of sustainability principles to communication design 
practice. Practitioners consider the full life cycle of products and services, and commit to strategies, 
processes and materials that value environmental, cultural, social and economic responsibility.”
2. Methodology
2.1. The Sustainable Communication Design as a New Discipline
In 2013, during my doctoral research, I was able to identify the Principles and Practice of the Sustainable 
Communication Design[19], by using a methodology that sustained three primary vectors: the sustainable 
development, the design process, and the research methods according to the several stages of the design process. 
Over the past few years, I have been collecting a comprehensive collection of texts in the area of sustainability. 
Altogether, they map what I have found of most interesting and relevant which relates Sustainability, directly or 
indirectly with the Communication Design field. By recognizing the relevance of this collection of documents – and 
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using a grounded theory methodology - the research process trigged the definition of the central phenomenon in 
order to reach a Sustainable approach to Communication Design. The research process was then divided in four 
approaches to the central phenomenon. The first was the designers’ personal process, the one that deals with huge 
amounts of information, abstract concepts, and concrete outcomes; and the purpose was to learn, when new 
variables could be inserted, that would enable the designer to deliver truly innovative solutions. The second and 
third ones relate specifically to Sustainability, and they were divided into two parts: the Principles and the Practice. 
And finally the fourth and last approach dealt with the research methods in order to inform and potentiate the design 
process. 
The ground content method of analysis has a well-established procedure[20]. The researcher is expected to take a 
careful and concise look at the documents, to collect data, which is later placed according to initial categories until 
they are “saturated”. Through a process of refinement and interrelationship of data, new categories emerge to 
uncover a “story line” which explains the central phenomenon. Finally, the research process was closed by
theoretically integrating the four preliminary results around the initial central phenomenon.
In result, my PhD thesis defines:
x The Sustainable Communication Design Principles (1.0)[19] as fundaments to follow or to take in 
consideration; 
x To take theory into practice, the Sustainable Communication Design Practice[19], as a “pattern of peers”, or a 
set of suggestions to guide designers;
x To implement practice, the research, uncovered the Sustainable Communication Design Process[19] with
thirteen steps reveals new approaches for reading the design "problem", and delivers a comprehensive view, that 
guides designers to the final solution. It is meant to be an invitation for exploration, in small journeys or 
continuing discoveries. Therefore, it is a human-centered design process, because the user or audience is called 
to participate and investigate directly or indirectly for long lasting, fulfilling solutions. It is the research driven, 
because it fosters empirical grounded results, introducing new drivers, informing concepts, and questioning 
solutions. It delivers sustainable innovation leading to two ways: the first one is, in strategic terms, for example 
“thinking in nature as a mentor”; and secondly by a sustainable checklist that goes along the thirteen steps of the 
design process “filtering” the most sustainable solutions. This “Sustainability checklist” underlines the relevance 
of sustainability by putting in evidence all the possible efforts that a designer can make. Nevertheless, it also
identifies which area of sustainability is being addressed, to better inform the communication designers, during 
their practice. Some examples are as follows:
x Environment, 
– Can your project consider paperless options?
x Social, 
– What are the social impacts of the product / service you are going to work on?
x Economical, 
– What is the added value of your communication design project?
x Cultural, 
– Can your communication project be enriched with the specificity of a local culture?
x Sustainable concept, 
– Could your raw materials come from someone else’s waste?
x Sustainable management, 
– Can you engage your client in your sustainable practice?
x Building sustainable knowledge, 
– Can you share the information you have collected, or share the well-accomplished project or the 
results through your website or a blog
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2.2. First approach
In the first version of the Sustainable Communication Design Principles (1.0) they were divided in four 
categories, however, we found that many times they overlap with some aspects from the Sustainable 
Communication Design Practice, Process and Sustainable Checklist. The Principles were as follows:
The sustainable role
Principle # 1 – design for the fundamental improvements
Principle # 2 – design change
Principle # 3 – design for the new markets
Principle # 4 – design, learn and share
Principle # 5 – design with the ethics 
Learn the “language” of sustainability
Principle # 6 – design with sustainable knowledge 
Principle # 7 – design within limits
Principle # 8 – design learning from nature
Principle # 9 – design by learning about economy’s drivers 
Principle # 10 – design for the human rights 
A human-centered paradigm shift
Principle # 11 – design for the fundamental human needs 
Principle # 12 – design with cultural values 
Principle # 13 – design for a deeper sense of fulfillment
Deliver value
Principle # 14 – design without “borrowing resources from the future”
Principle # 15 – design maintaining healthy systems  
Principle # 16 – design connecting outcomes with nature
Principle # 17 – design also for the consequences
Principle # 18 – design for cultural diversity
Principle # 19 – design re-connecting people to themselves
Principle # 20 – design fostering a sustainable behavior
Principle # 21 – design for digital media
Principle # 22 – design for end-uses
2.3. Second approach
In time and bearing a more mature and critical perspective, we come to the conclusion that the Sustainable 
Communication Design Principles needed to be revised. What we were dealing about as main goal study was to 
make them clearer and easier and last but not least that they could set a new paradigm, a new kind of conceptual 
framework to guide designers to be followed by them. To re-write them I used a methodology based on the 
Sustainable Development’s four pillars: social, nature, culture and economy. With a four quadrants method (see Fig. 
1) I analyzed one by one all the twenty-two Principles and placed them according to the respective quarter obviously 
considering how each one related to the others. When two or more principles overlapped, the combination of them,
gave place to a new one. In the end all the principles were re-written, or simply re-adjusted, having in consideration 
the four sustainable pillars and quarters. 
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Fig. 1. Four quadrants method used to analyze the Sustainable Communication Design Principles (1.0)
The Sustainable Communication Design Principles 2.0 is as follows:
Nature
# 1 design learning from nature
Look at nature as a form of inspiration, not exploitation. Learn recognizing patterns, models, processes and 
systems. Discover unlikely connections. Transpose for design.
# 2 design contributing to keep the systems alive
Whatever action is taken it is always part of a complex and interconnected system. Design connections and 
attempts to foresee consequences, such as maintaining breathable air, drinking water, living forests. Think 
about people, also as systems of needs, actions and results. How to keep alive these systems will help you to
gain perspective on your work.
# 3 design linking the results with nature
Choose materials, processes, and open cycles for reabsorption of the matter without compromising its 
quality, or the quality of the environment. Report positive results, for example the amount of spared resource 
and how this helps to establish a direct link between the work which was done and the amount of nature 
which has been preserved.
# 4 design within the limits 
Nature, over time, learned that to survive, it must respect limits. Acknowledge the limits of time, resources, or 
regeneration of systems. Recognize your limits and those of the others. To respect your limits is also to 
assume your only share of responsibility
Culture
# 5 design with values 
Anthropologists and sociologists are increasingly recognizing the relevance of a cultural dimension in our 
lives. Values are fundamental in shaping our personal identity as well as cultural values, which are playing a
very important role in enhancing our feelings of belonging to the community. Define your values, and reflect 
them in your work.
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# 6 design for peoples’ fundamental values 
The so-called "free market" is unable to measure with its single metric scale, concepts such as values, 
identity, cultural values or community belonging. Being impossible to quantify, its real importance tends to 
escape from most of us. Designers can help change this view, proposing a human-centered perspective 
grounded in fundamental values.
# 7 design embracing cultural diversity
There is a widespread idea that there is only one pattern of development, disregarding the other equally 
relevant approaches. The diversity of approaches is intrinsically linked to cultural diversity. Respect, learn 
and use other cultural approaches.
# 8 design for a deeper sense of fulfillment
Being is more important then having. Being is more important than seeming. We live in a time far too visual 
and full of artificial stereotypes and unrealistic lives or at least out of the reach for most of us. Designers 
may choose solutions which foster a deeper sense of fulfillment, more mental, intellectual, sensorial, or even 
experimental, however it should be whenever possible, less material as possible.
People
# 9 design to inspire change 
Designers can contribute to fundamental improvements in human well-being and by developing solutions 
that lead to a more sustainable future. Designers can be agents of change, and also inspire change among 
peers and community.
# 10 design to foster sustainable behavior
Designers can promote a more sustainable behavior, explaining specific actions or suggesting a shift in 
habits leading them to sustainability.
# 11 design considering the human rights
Respect for the human rights. Favor fair working conditions and equal opportunities to all. Respect human 
diversity and inclusiveness.
# 12 design sharing knowledge
Share your experiences and your acquired knowledge with your peers and the community.
Economy
# 13 design investing in your expertise 
Sustainability is a complex area that is constantly evolving. That is why designers must improve their
knowledge and develop their skills. For example, they can learn about economy in order to understand how 
the three sectors work, or to learn about techniques, materials and specific terms.
# 14 design uncovering new opportunities 
In any of the three sectors (primary, secondary, or tertiary) there are new opportunities yet to be found. For 
example, the third sector, free from the conditioning rules of the market, is capable of offering new 
challenges, enabling the development of new approaches.
# 15 design saving resources 
Whenever possible, designers may prefer to find solutions to what does not require physical production by
itself, but instead to take advantage from existing multifunctional platforms.
# 16 design for value not for profit
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Instead of achieving profit, think about fair trade and a set of value’s chains.
3. Assessment 
It is hardly possible to assess the impact of the Sustainable Communication Design Principles considering the 
existing systems of assessment and measurement, because this impact is mostly conceptual. In fact the existing tools 
of assessment may be insufficient or inappropriate. Nevertheless, it may be possible to assess the extent to which the 
new meanings conveyed are appropriated by designers and ultimately by consumers / users. For that matter we have 
done a reverse exercise by testing the Principles which we have converted into a conceptual tool that critically 
analyses Sustainable Communication projects.  One of such projects was “Play with Fire” from ARTiVIS platform 
design by Mónica Mendes[21] and Pedro Ângelo. In this project, the idea of danger concerning the climate change
and forest fires is adapted to a game installation resulting that the audience is able to play with virtual fires (and 
forests) in order to be aware of the damages climate change can cause. The Play with Fire art installation was meant 
to create awareness towards the environment and ultimately invite players to act in sustainably terms and to be 
conscious about their energy consumption patterns.
When confronting “Play with Fire” with Sustainable Communication Design Principles (see Fig. 2) we can see 
that the installation completely relates to eight of the above mentioned principles, scoring, in global terms, in a very 
positive way. In the cases which do not relate – such as the Human Rights one – the main reason seems to point to 
the fact that the applicability of this Principle has not been clearly established, notwithstanding the perception of an 
implicit awareness along the alluded process. In general terms one can agree that “Play with Fire” embodies, in 
significant ways, 15 out of the 16, Principles. Even though we cannot conclude for the efficiency of the Principles,
one can establish a clear and positive relationship that enables us to carry on our work for the future.
Fig. 2. Analyzing “Play with Fire” with Sustainable Communication Design Principles 2.0
4. Conclusion and Future Challenges and Opportunities
In a general sense, considering my PhD research, I drew the principles and practice of a new discipline, a task far 
too comprehensive to be totally accomplished in a doctoral thesis. For this reason, I am now working from a wider 
angle to implement Sustainable Communication Design as a discipline. The intention now is to follow this research 
in terms of an academic and professional context: by fostering, conducting and collecting case studies, either in 
classroom or in the studio. 
In academic terms, it seems obvious the necessity of implementing a research group to design, taking in
perspective the Sustainable Communication Design Principles and Practice. It is mandatory to put it in practice, so 
we can assess procedures, methods and methodologies, in order to guarantee that both process and results are 
sustainable. In one hand, even though we do not reach to a conclusive data on results we can recognize the relevance 
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of a new challenging sustainable paradigm for communications design. On the other hand, in professional terms, we 
can envision new opportunities for economic, financial and entrepreneurial sustainable development. 
To this effect, it is intended that the Principles and Practice of Sustainable Communication Design foster a 
practice informed by an innovative approach by being a differentiating factor in a market which is saturated, and 
that often is also saturating to consumers. I hope that this new discipline builds a bridge for communication 
designers to find a framework leading to sustainable growth, enabling them to face customers and challenges in a 
more informed manner, and therefore empowering designers to be privileged problem solvers in the new markets. 
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